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INTRODUCTION 

Those of us who are now sexagenarians 
and who had the good fortune to make ac- 
quaintance with 'Essays in Criticism' in our 
undergraduate days and to read the succes- 
sive collections of Matthew Arnold's later 
criticisms as they appeared one by one, in the 
score of years that followed, can never for- 
get the debt we owe to the critic who opened 
our eyes to the value of culture, to the pur- 
pose of criticism and to the duty of "seeing 
the thing as it is." We felt an increasing 
stimulus as we came to know Arnold's writ- 
ing more intimately, as we absorbed it, as 
we made its ideas our own, as we sought to 
apply its principles and to borrow its 
methods. The influence of his work upon 
the generation born at the middle of the nine- 
teenth century was immediate and it has 
been enduring. 

"Without in the least overrating him- 
self," so Mr. Brownell has finely phrased it, 
Arnold "took himself with absolute serious- 
ness, and his work from first to last is In- 



formed with the high sincerity of a consistent 
purpose — ^the purpose of being nobly useful 
to his time and country by preaching to men 
precisely the gospel he conceived they most 
vitally needed. For the consideration of his 
public and his era he deemed energy less im- 
portant than light, earnestness less needful 
than sweetness, genius less beneficent than 
reasonableness, erudition less called for than 
culture." He preacht always persuasively, 
making his points sharply and often tipping 
them with wit that they might penetrate the 
more swifly. He knew so certainly what he 
wanted to prove that it was easy for him 
always to be clear. His style, one of the 
most delightful in the whole range of English 
literature, is ever limpid, pellucid, trans- 
parent. 

As he was directly addressing the public 
of his own era, he constantly dealt with the 
themes of immediate interest to his con- 
temporaries in his own country. So it is that 
a large proportion of his writing, always in- 
disputably literary in its treatment, is now 
discovered to be sometimes journalistic in its 
theme. Whatever interest his discussion of 
the Burials Bill, of the Deceased Wife's 



Sister's Bill, and of the law of bequest and 
entail, may have had when they were being 
hotly debated in the House of Commons, 
has evaporated now that the passage of 
years has deprived them of their pertinency. 
Moreover, even in writing his essays on ques- 
tions of permanent importance, the question 
of secondary education, for example, and the 
question of the classics against the sciences, 
Arnold was so eager to catch the attention 
of his contemporaries that he never hesitated 
to make use of illustrations from the 
happenings of the moment, likely to be a 
little unintelligible to readers of a later 
generation. 

To say this is to suggest that he yielded 
a little too much and a little too often to the 
temptation of an instantaneous and fleeting 
effect, and that there are passages in his 
writings, and not a few of them, which will 
be obscure to readers of the twentieth cen- 
tury without an annotation almost as abund- 
ant as that which does not prevent Pope's 
*Dunciad' from being unreadable. The fact 
is that Arnold, altho essentially a man of 
letters, had a hankering after the newspaper, 
after the direct and evanescent impression 
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of journalism. His essays were all publisht 
in magazines and reviews ; and the magazine, 
— and the review also — is always alert to 
capture the element of timeliness ; it is at best 
only a bridge between literature and jour- 
nalism. 'Friend's Garland/ one of the most 
amusing of Arnold's books and the one in 
which he most completely exprest certain of 
his opinions, was originally contributed to a 
daily paper, the Pall Mall Gazette , at irreg- 
ular intervals during the years 1866 to 1870. 
It is true that the Pall Mall Gazette, while 
under the control of its founder, Frederick 
Greenwood and afterward when it was 
edited by John Morley, was the most literary 
of London journals, rivaling in this respect 
the Temps and the Debats of Paris. To this 
evening journal, appealing to the better sort 
of newspaper readers, Arnold continued to 
contribute from time to time brief articles 
on literary and educational topics, most of 
which he did not care to preserve in his suc- 
cessive volumes, and only half-a-dozen of 
which have been included even in the more or 
less complete edition de luxe of his prose and 
verse publisht in fifteen volumes in 1903-4 
and limited to seven hundred and fifty copies. 



Among these newspaper contributions, res- 
cued in this limited edition, are a valuable 
note on George Sand (whom he rated higher 
than Balzac), and a series of five letters from 
*An Old Playgoer,' written between Decem- 
ber, 1882, and October, 1884. These five 
letters represent his sole adventure into the 
field of theatrical criticism, — excepting only 
the very interesting paper on the Trench 
Play in London,' evoked by the visit of the 
Comedie-Frangaise to England in 1879. This 
single essay and these five brief letters are 
the only evidences of Arnold's keen Interest 
in the theater. He was a constant playgoer, 
— ^unlike Sainte Beuve, in whose footsteps he 
followed loyally and who seems to have 
cared little for the acted drama, altho he was 
always characteristically acute and felicitous 
in his criticism of Moliere and of the other 
masters of the French stage. 

Born in 1822, Matthew Arnold was old 
enough to have witnest the final appearances 
of the last of the Kemble brotherhood; and 
in one of these Pall Mall Gazette letters he 
recorded his opinion that the Benedick of 
Charles Kemble was superior to that of 
Henry Irving. "I remember how in my 
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youth," he confest in his paper on the per- 
formances of the Comedie-Frangaise, "after 
a first sight of the divine Rachel at the Edin- 
burgh theater, in the part of Hermione, I 
followed her to Paris, and for two months 
never missed one of her performances." 
And it was this intensive study of the great 
actress which inspired his three noble son- 
nets on Rachel. 

One can glean from his publisht corre- 
spondence a sparse record of his occasional 
visits to the theater in England and on the 
continent — often accompanied by his off-hand 
judgments of the plays and of the players 
whom he beheld. In February, 1861, he saw 
Charles Fechter as Othello: "the two first 
acts I thought poor (Shakspere's fault, part- 
ly), the next two effective, and the last pretty 
well." In April, 1864, he accepted an invi- 
tation to see Miss Bateman as Leah, adding 
that he had already seen "most of the things 
that are being given now." In March, 1865, 
he went with his family to see Sothern as 
Lord Dundreary. In November, 1874, he 
writes that he much wanted to see 'Hamlet' 
(which Irving was then acting) ; and in Feb- 
ruary, 1876, he tells his sister that he is going 
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to see ^^that gibbering performance, as I fear 
it is, Irving's Othello." Nearly ten years la- 
ter in November, 1885, he saw 'Othello' at 
the Royal Theater in Berlin: — "horrid 1 but 
I wanted for once to see Shakspere in Ger- 
man." And a year after, in March, 1886, 
when he was again in Germany, he reported 
that he was going "a great deal to the the 
aters, the acting is so good" (this was in 
Munich). 

In 1856, when he was thirty-four, he 
seems to have planned a closet-drama on a 
Roman theme; "I am full of a tragedy of 
the time of the end of the Republic — one of 
the most colossal times of the world, I think. 
... It won't see the light, however, before 
1 857." It never has seen the light; and when 
1857 arrived it found him at work on a 
closet-drama on a Greek theme, the 'Me- 
rope,' which he was to publish in 1858. As 
he was engaged in rehandling a story already 
dealt with by Euripides, Maffei, Voltaire, 
and Alfieri, Arnold wisely undertook an 
analysis of the dramaturgic methods of the 
greatest and the most skilful of all the Attic 
dramatists : "what I learn in studying Soph- 
ocles for my present purpose is, or seems 
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to me, wonderful; so far exceeding all that 
one would learn in years' reading of him 
without such a purpose." 

In the preface to his collected Toems,' is- 
sued in 1853, h^ h^d discust the poet's choice 
of a theme. He did not cite but he echoed 
Voltaire's assertion that the success of a trag- 
edy depends on its subject. In fact, Arnold 
was discussing poetry at large and not drama- 
tic poetry only, yet the principle he laid down 
applies with special force to the drama : "the 
poet has in the first place to select an excel- 
lent action ; and what actions are the most ex- 
cellent? Those, certainly, which most pow- 
erfully appeal to the great primary human 
affections : to those elementary feelings which 
subsist permanently in the race, and which 
are independent of time." 

In the preface to *Merope' itself, written 
five years later, Arnold sought to justify his 
selection of a Greek action and his attempt 
to present this action as he imagined it would 
have been presented by a Greek dramatist. 
He described the origin and development of 
Greek tragedy, proving his knowledge of its 
principles. Yet in the play itself he was un- 
able to apply these principles successfully. 
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He lackt both the native dramatic genius and 
the acquired theatrical talent. In a letter of 
February, 1858, to his sister, he exprest his 
dissatisfaction with the adverse criticisms of 
his dramatic poem, which were the result 
largely of his own argumentative preface: 
'^Instead of reading it for what it is worth 
everybody begins to consider whether it does 
not betray a design to substitute tragedies 
a la Grecque for every other kind of poetical 
composition in England, and falls into an at- 
titude of violent resistance to such an imag- 
inary design. What I meant them to see in it 
was a specimen of the world created by the 
Greek imagination. This imagination was 
different from our own, and it is hard for us 
to appreciate, even to understand it; but it 
had a peculiar power, grandeur, and dignity, 
and these are worth trying to get an appre- 
hension of." 

What Arnold himself failed to perceive is 
that the peculiar power, grandeur and dig- 
nity of the Greek imagination can best be ap- 
prehended by a study of the tragedies writ- 
ten by the Greeks themselves and that there 
was no need for him or for any other Eng- 
lishman to try to beat the Attic triagedians on 
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their own ground and with their own weap- 
ons. After all, the most satisfactory Greek 
tragedies are, and must be, those written by 
the Greeks, as the most satisfactory Eliza- 
bethan dramas are those written by the Eliza- 
bethans. The action of *Merope' might be 
excellent; it might "most powerfully appeal 
to the great primary human affections"; but 
it could exert this appeal upon a modern au- 
dience only if it were presented in accord with 
modern conditions. The theme of *Merope' 
might have a universal and perennial interest, 
but the form which Matthew Arnold gave 
it was only local and temporary, however 
superb it might have been when it evolved 
spontaneously from the special conditions of 
theatrical performance in Athens. Further 
more, with all his liking for the acted drama, 
Arnold in composing 'Merope' was not think- 
ing of performance in any theater; he was 
creating only a closet-drama, a still-born off- 
spring of the Muse. A play which is not 
intended to be played is a contradiction in 
terms; it is an overt absurdity, no matter 
how greatly gifted the poet may be who de- 
ceives himself in the vain effort to achieve 
the truly dramatic without taking into account 

lO 



the theater, in which only can the true drama 
be born. 

Eight years later he seems to have been 
on the verge of repeating his blunder and of 
again wasting his effort in an attempt fore- 
doomed to failure. In March, 1866, he 
wrote to his mother that he was troubled to 
find that Tennyson was at work on a subject, 
the story of the Latin poet Lucretius, which 
he himself had been occupied with for some 
twenty years : "I was going to make a trag- 
edy out of it. . . .1 shall probably go on 
with it, but it is annoying, the more so as I 
cannot possibly go on at present so as to be 
ready this year, but must wait till next." 
Fortunately for himself he did not go on; 
and before the next year came the project 
of a tragedy on Lucretius had joined the ear- 
lier project of the tragedy "of the time of 
the end of the Republic." In the first planned 
dramatic poem there might have been the 
stuff out of which a true tragedy could be 
made, even if Arnold was not the man to 
make it; but the subject of the later Roman :! 
men seems hopelessly infertile. It is true 
that Moliere was intensely interested in 
Lucretius, and Moliere was a born play- 
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Wright; but all that Moliere planned to do 
was to make a French translation of the great 
work of Lucretius ; and the Latin poet would 
never have suggested himself to the French 
dramatist as the possible hero of a tragedy. 
With Arnold's persistent desire to use the 
dramatic form, with his lively curiosity as to 
the principles of play-making, and with his 
unfailing interest in the art of acting, we may 
well wonder why it is that no one of his more 
elaborate critical studies was devoted to any 
of the great dramatists. There are the lofty 
sonnets on Sophocles and on Shakspere, but 
there is no single study of Sophocles or of 
Shakspere or of Moliere. Scattered thru his 
essays are many penetrating bits of criticism 
upon one or another of the playwrights of 
Europe. In the essay, 'A French Critic on 
Goethe,' for example, there is an illuminating 
comparison of Goethe's 'Goetz von Berlich- 
ingen' with Schiller's 'Robbers.' Arnold 
quoted the assertion of a British critic that 
"there was something which prevented 
Goethe from ever becoming a great dra- 
matist; he could never lose himself suffi- 
ciently in his creations." And on this Arnold 
commented that it is in *Goetz' that Goethe 
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loses himself the most. 'Goetz' is full of 
faults, ^^but there is a life and a power in it, 
and it is not dull. This is what distinguishes 
it from Schiller's 'Robbers.' The 'Robbers' 
is at once violent and tiresome. 'Goetz' is 
violent, but it is not tiresome.'' 

The one long article devoted exclusively to 
things theatrical is the 'French Play in Lon- 
don,' written in 1879, and reprinted in 'Irish 
Essays and Others,' — a volume in which it 
finds itself strangely out of place in its en- 
forced companionship with half-a-dozen 
sprightly specimens of political polemic. The 
'French Play in London' is one of the clever- 
est of Arnold's essays, and one of the most 
charming. It is also one of the most valua- 
ble, rich in matter, graceful and urbane in 
manner, witty in expression and wise in out- 
look. It reveals Arnold's genuine apprecia- 
tion of the drama as a literary form — and it 
discloses also his understanding of the art of 
acting, by which only is the drama made vital. 

The Comedie-Frangaise was then in the 
plenitude of its superiority over all other 
histrionic aggregations. It possest a com- 
pany of comedians probably unequalled in 
France before or since, and certainly un- 
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equalled in England — except possibly at 
Drury Lane in the early years of Sheri- 
dan's management, when the 'School for 
Scandal' was ''in all its glory," as Charles 
Lamb said. The boards of the Theatre 
Frangais were nightly trod by Got and Co- 
quelin, by Thiron, Barre and Febvre, by 
Sarah-Bernhardt and Croizette, by Barretta 
and Jouassain. In comedy, in Moliere, 
Beaumarchais and Augier, it was incompara- 
ble; in Hugo it was superb; and even if it 
was not so superb in Corneille and Racine, it 
was at least far more than adequate. 

Altho Arnold began by declaring that he 
did not propose to analize the artistic ac- 
complishment of the several members of this 
galaxy of stars, he did allow himself one ex- 
cursus into purely histrionic criticism — an 
excursus which proved both his insight and 
his foresight. He pointed out — and this was 
in 1879 — ^the fatal defect in the equipment of 
Sarah-Bernhardt, a defect which was to be 
made painfully manifest in the ensuing thirty 
years : — "One remark I will make, a remark 
suggested by the inevitable comparison of 
Mile. Sarah-Bernhardt with Rachel. One 
talks vaguely of genius, but I had never till 
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now comprehended how much of Rachel's 
superiority was purely in intellectual power, 
how eminently this power counts in the actor's 
art as in all arts, how just is the instinct 
which led the Greeks to mark with a high and 
severe stamp the Muses. Temperament and 
quick intelligence, passion, nervous mobility, 
grace, smile, voice, charm, poetry — Mile. 
Sarah-Bemhardt has them all. One watches 
her with pleasure, with admiration — and yet 
not without a secret disquietude. Something 
is wanting, or, at least, not present in suffi- 
cient force, something which alone can secure 
and fix her administration of all the charming 
gifts which she has, can alone keep them 
fresh, keep them sincere, save them from 
perils by caprice, perils by mannerism. That 
something is high intellectual power. It was 
here that Rachel was so great; she began, one 
says to oneself as one recalls her image and 
dwells upon it — she began almost where 
Mile. Sarah-Bernhardt ends." 

A little later in his essay, Arnold, as was 
his wont, and in accord with what Mr. 
Brownell has called his "missionary spirit," 
askt what was the moral to be drawn by 
us who speak English from the opportunity 
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to study the best that the French stage had 
to offer. He digrest to point out that Victor 
Hugo is not ''a poet of the race and lineage 
of Shakspere/' as Swinburne has rashly as- 
serted in one of his characteristically 
dithyrambic rhapsodies. Arnold dwelt also 
on the inferiority of the rimed French Alex- 
andrine, as a poetic instrument for dramatic 
use, to English blank verse and to the Greek 
iambic. "Victor Hugo is said to be a cun- 
ning and mighty artist in Alexandrines, and 
so unquestionably he is ; but he is an artist in 
a form radically inadequate and inferior, and 
in which a drama like that of Sophocles or 
Shakspere is impossible." 

Then Arnold writing in 1879, it must be 
again recalled, declared that ''we in England 
have no modern drama at all. We have our 
Elizabethan drama" and eighteenth century 
comedy. "Then we have numberless imita- 
tions and adaptations from the French. All 
of these are at bottom fantastic," — ^because 
the result of putting French wine into Eng- 
lish bottles is to give to the attentive ob- 
server "a sense of incurable falsity in the 
piece as adapted." To this point Arnold was 
to recur again in one of the 'Letters of an 
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Old Playgoer.' Yet even at this moment 
when the English language had no drama 
dealing with life of the English-speaking peo- 
ples, these peoples were revealing a steadily 
increasing interest in the theater. "I see our 
community turning to the theater with eager- 
ness, and finding the English theater without 
organization or purpose, or dignity — and no 
modem English drama at all except a fan- 
tastical one. And then I see the French com- 
pany from the chief theater of Paris showing 
themselves to us in London — a society of ac- 
tors admirable in organization, purpose and 
dignity, with a modem drama not fantastic at 
all, but corresponding with fidelity to a very 
palpable and powerful ideal." 

He askt, "What is the consequences which 
it is right and rational for us to draw? 
Surely it Is this : *The theater is irresistible ; 
organize the theater.' " And then he out- 
lined a method of organization which would 
provide London with a company of actors 
worthy of consideration by the side of the 
company which had come over from Paris 
When this is once done a modern drama 
"will also, probably, spring up" ; — ^that is to 
say, Amold hoped that an adequate and 
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working organization of the theater would 
bring about a new birth in the English drama. 
And the event proved that the second of 
these hopes was to be fulfilled without being 
preceded by any effort to attain the first. The 
English theater is not yet "brganized" in ac 
cord with Arnold's suggestions; but the 
English language has developt a modern 
drama, not adapted from the French and 
therefore not fantastic at all, but correspond- 
ing with more or less fidelity to a palpable 
and powerful ideal. The beginnings of this 
revivification of the English drama were al- 
ready visible in 1879, altho they were a little 
more obviously visible five years later, in 
1884, when Arnold wrote the fifth and final 
of his 'Letters of an Old Playgoer.' 

As we read these 'Letters of an Old Play- 
goer' we cannot help noting three things: 
first, Arnold's alert interest in the drama as 
an art and his insight into its principles: 
second, his equally alert interest in acting and 
his understanding of its methods — an under- 
standing quite unusual among men of letters, 
who are generally even more at sea in discuss- 
ing the histrionic art than they are in discuss- 
ing the arts of the painter, the sculptor, and 
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the architect. And it is significant that Ar- 
nold's own appreciation of dramaturgic and 
histrionic craftsmanship was not accompanied 
by any correspondingly acute appreciation of 
either pictorial or plastic skill, in the mani- 
festations of which he seems never to have 
been greatly interested, even during his visits 
to Italy and France. 

The third thing we note is that Arnold re- 
tained his openmindedness and his freshness 
of impression. He was sixty when he turned 
aside to consider the improving conditions 
of the English theater, the advance in Eng- 
lish acting and the beginning of the modern 
English drama; but he revealed none of the 
customary sexagenarian proneness to look 
back longingly to the days of his youth, and 
to bewail the degeneracy discoverable in the 
years of his old age. He was quick to see 
progress and frank in acknowledging its pres- 
ence. Perhaps this openmindedness in his ma- 
turity was in some measure due to his early 
and severe training in Greek and to his ab- 
sorption of the free Greek spirit, which se- 
cured him against pedantry and kept his 
vision unimpaired. 

Brander Matthews. 

(1916.) 
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LETTERS OF AN OLD PLAYGOER 



I 



AT THE princess's 



I am a sexagenarian who used to go much 
to the Princess's some five-and-thirty years 
ago, when Macready had an engagement 
there. I remember it as if it were yesterday. 
In spite of his faults and his mannerism, 
Macready brought to his work so much intel- 
lect, study, energy, and power, that one ad- 
mired him when he was living, and remem- 
bers him now he is dead. During the engage- 
ment I speak of, Macready acted, I think, 
all his great Shaksperian parts. But he was 
^U-supported, the house was shabby and 
dingy, and by no means full ; there was some- 
thing melancholy about the whole thing. 
You had before you great pieces and a pow- 
erful actor; but the theater needs the glow 
of public and popular interest to brighten it, 
and in England the theater was at that time 
not in fashion. After an absence of many 
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years I found myself at the Princess's again. 
The piece was the 'Silver King.' Perhaps I 
ought to have gone to see the 'Lights o* 
London'; but the lyric of Mr. Sims with 
which the streets were placarded in order to 
charm us to the 'Lights o' London,' had, to 
my aged mind, an unpleasant touch of le 
faux — that danger, as the critic tells us, of 
the romantic artist: — Comme chaque genre 
ae composition a son eceuil particulier, celui 
du genre romanesque, c^est le faux. At any 
rate I resisted the charm of Mr. Sims, and 
stayed away from the 'Lights o' London.' 
But the 'Silver King' I have just now been 
to see, and I should like to record some of 
my impressions from it while they are fresh. 
It was another world from the old Prin- 
cess's of my remembrance. The theater it- 
self was renewed and transformed; instead 
of shabby and dingy, it had become decorated 
^nd brilliant. But the real revival was not 
in the paint and gildinp^, it was in the preis- 
^nce of the public. The public was there; 
not alone the old, peculiar public of the pit 
and gallery, but with a certain number of the 
rich and refined in the boxes and stalls, and 
with whole, solid classes of English society 
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conspicuous by their absence. No, it was a 
representative public, furnisht from all 
classes, and showing that English society at 
large had now taken to the theater. 

Equally new was the high general level of 
the acting. Instead of the company with a 
smgle powerful and intelligent performer, 
with two or three middling ones, and the rest 
moping and mowing in what was not to be 
called English but rather stagese, here was a 
whole company of actors, able to speak Eng- 
lish, playing intelligently, supporting one an- 
other effectively. Mr. Wilson Barrett, as 
Wilfred Denver, is so excellent that his prim- 
acy cannot be doubted. Next after him, so 
far as the piece now acting is concerned, I 
should be inclined to put Mr. Charles Coote, 
as Henry Corkett. But it is the great merit 
of the piece that the whole is so effective, and 
that one is little disposed to make distinctions 
between the several actors, all of them do 
their work so well. 

^And the piece itself! It is not Shakspere, 
it is melodrama. I have seen it praised as 
tho it were not melodrama, not sensational 
drama at all, but drama of a new and supe- 
rior kind, bordering upon poetic drama, and 
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even passing into it. With this praise I can* 
not quite agree. The essential difference be- 
tween melodrama and poetic drama is that 
one relies for its main effect upon an inner 
drama of thought and passion, the other 
upon an outer drama of, as the phrase is, sen- 
sational incidents. The 'Silver King' relies 
for its main effect upon an outer drama of 
sensational incidents, and so far is clearly 
melodrama, transpontine melodrama. But 
for this outer drama, no less than for the 
inner drama which we have opposed to it, 
there is needed an exposition by means of 
words and sentiments; and in the exposition 
of the melodrama of Messrs. Jones and Her- 
man, there is nothing transpontine. The 
critics are right, therefore, in thinking that in 
this work they have something new and high- 
ly praiseworthy, though it is not exactly what 
they suppose. They have a sensational drama 
in which the diction and sentiments do not 
^overstep the modesty of nature. In general, 
in drama of this kind, the diction and senti- 
ments, like the incidents, are extravagant, 
impossible, transpontine; here they are not. 
This is a very great merit, a very great ad- 
vantage. The imagination can lend itself to 
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almost any incidents, however violent; but 
good taste will always revolt against trans- 
pontine diction and sentiments. Instead of 
giving to their audience transpontine diction 
and sentiments, Messrs. Jones and Herman 
^ive them literature. Faults there are in the 
'Silver King' ; Denver's drunkenness is made 
too much of, his dream is superfluous, the 
peasantry are a little tiresome, Denver's tri- 
dmphant exit from Black Brake Wharf 
puzzles us. 

But in general thruout the piece the diction 
^and sentiments are natural, they have so- 
J)riety and propriety, they are literature. It 
is *an excellent and hopeful sign to find play- 
wrights capable of writing in this style, ac- 
tors capable of rendering it, a public capable 
of enjoying it. 

Another excellent sign should be noticed 
too. As everybody was said to know how the 
city of the Ephesians was a worshipper of 
the great goddess Diana, so may we say that 
everybody knows that, if not the city of the 
French, yet their modern drama, like their 
lighter newspapers, their novels, and their 
art in general, is a worshipper of the great 
goddess Lubricity. We imitate and adapt 
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French pieces, and whether the adapter 
wishes it or not, some traces of the goddess 
can hardly fail to pass into his work. It is 
refreshing to find a native piece without the 
^estige of an appeal to her; and to find this 
piece, too, admirably given by the actors, 
passionately enjoyed by the audience. So at 
least it seems to your obedient servant, 



An Old Playgoer. 



December 6, 1882. 



28 



II 

AT THE PLAY 

Twice at the Olympic ! At last I have seen 
*Forget-me-Not.' If the renovated and 
crowded house at the Princess's was quite un- 
like the house of my recollections, I must own 
that the Olympic is dingy.^nd shabby enough 
to correspond to them perfectly. Nor was 
the house full. But then Torget-me-Not' 
has been given seven hundred and something 
times, and one is the very Epimenides of 
playgoers to be seeing it for the first time 
now. 

The piece of Messrs. Grove and Meri- 
vale is full of clever things. The dialog is 
always pointed and smart, sometimes quite 
brilliant. The piece has its life from its 
ability and verve, and it is effectively acted 
besides. What can one want more? Well, 
the talent of the authors, the talent of the 
actors, makes one exacting. The dialog is 
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so incisive, Miss Genevieve Ward is so pow- 
erful, that they make one take them seriously, 
make one reflect. Now the moment one de- 
liberates, 'Forget-me-Not' is, I will not say 
lost, but considerably compromised. 

That Monsieur and Madame de Mohrivat 
should have kept a gambling-house, that 
their blameless son should have married 
Rose Verney, that Rose should have become 
a widow, that her disreputable father-in-law 
should have been killed by one of his victims, 
that his wife should desire to be whitewasht, 
and to this end should seek to extort the aid 
of Rose's sister, Alice Verney, for getting 
into society, all this is admissible enough. 
But the gist of the play lies in the pressure 
which Madame de Mohrivat can put upon 
Alice, lies in Article 148 of the French Code. 
For by this article Madame de Mohrivat has 
the power, if she chooses to exert it, of mak- 
ing her son's marriage with Rose Verney 
invalid in France. But the marriage is good 
in England. Rose lives with her English 
friends and on her English fortune ; her wor- 
thy French connections have no effects, and 
their social status is all gone to ruin. Under 
these circumstances Madame de Mohrivat's 
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threatened invocation of Article 148 has by 
no means the substantial force which, for 
our authors' purpose, it requires. Why all 
this terror and dismay, for why should Rose 
live in France at all ? To live in the Capital 
of Pleasure without effects and with execrable 
connections for the mere satisfaction of be- 
longing to a nation where, like the lady of 
whom M. Blowitz told us the other day, one 
can name one's child Lucifer Satan Vercinge- 
torix, is surely no such irresistible object of 
longing to an English girl. It is the last 
thing Alice Verney would naturally desire 
for her sister, or her sister for herself. But 
then Madame de Mohrivat's power over the 
sisters has no basis. 

I have seen, too, the new piece by Mr. 
Hamilton Aide, 'A Great Catch.' If the 
piece of Messrs. Grove and Merivale wants 
motive, that of Mr. Hamilton Aide wants de- 
velopment. It has not the terse and spark- 
ling dialog of Torget-me-Not,' but it is bet- 
ter grounded and more substantial. It has 
one character which strongly attracts sym- 
pathy, Mrs. Henry de Motteville; and an- 
other which might easily be made to do so, 
Sir Martin Ingoldsby. But Sir Martin does 
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not produce his due effect, from a want of 
development. Why Mr. Hamilton Aide 
should develop the humors of his supernu- 
meraries so copiously, and the relations of 
his main characters so sparingly, I do not 
understand. The truth is, the piece requires 
another act, if not two. Mrs. Henry de 
Motteville is a widow who has in her youth 
known Sir Martin Ingoldsby as Richard 
Carlton. Her father was his benefactor; the 
young people loved one another. But Rich- 
ard Carlton robs his benefactor, causes his 
ruin and death, leaves his daughter to her 
fate, flies to Australia, then reappears in 
England some years later, a prosperous and 
powerful man. At the height of his pros- 
perity Mrs. Henry de Motteville recognizes 
him, and can unmask him. But his conduct 
is not really what it has seemed; and, above 
all, his heart and that of Mrs. de Motteville 
still vibrate to each other. At the last mo- 
ment he exculpates himself, and she relents. 
Here are elements of strong interest, and 
Mr. Hamilton Aide should have thrown all 
his power into their development. But they 
are summarily indicated in the last scene; 
they are not prepared, establisht, made to 
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produce their due eflFect* Mr. Hamilton 
Aide's play is seen with pleasure as it is; but 
I cannot but think he might treble its eiiea 
by a more complete use of the resources 
which he has created, but does not employ. 
The Olympic Company, on the whole, like 
that at the Princess's, surprised by the merits 
of its acting an Epimenides who has been 
asleep all these years. Mr. Vernon is good 
as Sir Horace Welby, and good, too, in the 
more difficult part of Sir Martin Ingoldsby. 
Miss Lucy Buckstone is pleasing and sympa- 
thetic. Mr. Beerbohm Tree is excellent as a 
young nobleman of the period. Miss Gene- 
vieve Ward is a host in herself. External 
advantages go for much, and in 'A Great 
Catch' Miss Genevieve Ward has three "ar- 
rangements" — an arrangement in black, an 
arrangement in grey, and an arrangement in 
red, of which the arrangement in red is the 
most irresistible, but every one of them is 
charming. Her intellectual qualities are as 
eminent as these external advantages. Her 
cynicism, coolness, and scorn, her energy, in- 
vective, and hate, are unsurpassable. Have 
her pathos and tenderness quite the sincerity 
of these qualities, and therefore quite the 
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power? Perhaps not; but one should see her 
in a more favorable part before deciding. 
Her elocution is admirable; she has an in- 
tonation supremely distinct, intelligent, and 
effective. A slight nasality, certainly; but 
perhaps this, like the transplanted French 
idioms in the novels of Mr. Howells, will 
be the English of the future. However this 
is, whatever the future may be or whatever 
the present, the gifts of Miss Genevieve 
Ward will always make their possessor a fine 
actress. 

An Old Playgoer. 
March 30, 1883. 
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Ill 

*IMP U LSE' 

Like "Society" in general, I have been to 
see 'Impulse.' Nothing, apparently, could 
be more to the taste of "Society" than this 
piece. That alone is a reason for going to 
see it. And what impression did it leave, 
what remained in the mind after seeing it? 
Chiefly, to tell the truth, this sentence of the 
'Imitation' : — Multa oportet surdd aure per- 
transire, et quae tuae pacts sunt magts cogi- 
tare. A piece more perfectly unprofitable it 
is hard to imagine. But it is worth pausing 
upon, because its production and its popular- 
ity bring well to light the want of clear vision, 
the turn for the half-true and for the fac- 
titious, characteristic of English "Society." 

'Impulse' is founded, as its author, Mr. 
Stephenson, honestly informs us, upon a 
French piece. French pieces have their rea- 
son for existing in the state of society which 
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they reflect and interpret. All people want 
to know life, above all the life which sur- 
rounds them and concerns them ; and we come 
to the novel and to the stage-play to help us 
to what we want. French plays and French 
novels do undoubtedly render for French 
people the life which surrounds them. Those 
productions have this merit, at any rate. 
George Sand declares that 'Madame Bovary' 
is not at all an immoral work, but, on the 
contrary, a useful one. Good and useful, af- 
ter reading 'Madame Bovary' in the family 
circle, Madame Sand and her family circle, 
so she tells us, judged this reading to be. But 
why? Because of the numberless Madame 
Bovarys, les innombrables Madame Bovary 
en herbe, at the present moment springing up 
everywhere thruout the provincial life of 
France, with their immense crop of maris im" 
beetles, and of amants frtvoles to attend 
them. That, says George Sand, is M. Flau- 
bert's defence for writing his book, and that 
is the reason for reading it — ^that it holds 
the mirror up to French nature. Of course 
the same plea may even more confidently be 
urged for plays and novels rendering the life 
of Paris. They may be full of immoralities, 
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but at any rate they hold the mirror up to 
nature, they do render the life of Paris. 

I am far from saying that I agree with 
Madame Sand that a book is good reading, 
even for grown men and women, because it 
faithfully represents actual life. It must 
have a quality in it besides to make it so. 
*Manon Lescaut,' which has this quality, is 
good reading; I would not say that 'Madame 
Bovary' has the quality, or that it is good 
reading. All this, however, we need not dis- 
cuss now. What is certain is that the French 
play, the French novel, render the actual life 
of the French. One may rate the work of 
M. Alexandre Dumas the younger, or of M. 
Sardou, as low as one pleases. One may 
even refuse to call it literature. Of course 
it is not literature as the comedy of Shakspere 
and of Moliere is literature; it is not even 
literature as the comedy of Beaumarchais 
and of Sheridan is literature; perhaps, it is 
not to be called literature at all. But that 
it renders French life one cannot deny, and 
that the French public, wishing to see its life 
rendered, should follow with eagerness and 
pleasure this rendering, one cannot wonder. 

But 'Impulse' — ^what life does it render? 
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What does it say to all these wearers of at- 
tractive toilets, to all these charming faces 
and figures, to all this '^Society" a little 
wanting in soul and very much wanting in 
clear vision, which frequent it ? Something 
half-true, factitious, and unmeaning. The 
English provinces really do not teem with 
des innombrables Madame Bovary en herbe: 
the most salient features of English society 
are really not the mart imbecile and the 
amant frivole. The "Society" newspapers 
and their emancipated and brilliant sta£E may 
regret that the fact should be so, but so it is. 
Madame Bovarys, instead of being countless 
in our country neighborhoods, are almost un- 
known there ; the amant frivole, instead of 
being a stock element in our married life, is 
rare and unimportant. That fraction of our 
society for which the French play and novel 
are a rendering of its own life is so small as 
to be quite unimportant. This is proved, in- 
deed, by the transformation the French play 
undergoes before the English playwright can 
present it to the charming faces, figures, and 
toilets of our boxes and stalls. Virtue has 
to triumph ; the amant frivole has to come to 
grief. Ingenuous playwright ! ingenuous 
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"Society'' I Know this, as to your atnant, as 
to your Victor de Riel : that, as your French 
guides would tell you, c'es$ a prendre ou a 
laisser. Where he exists, where he is an insti- 
tution, matters may well enough pass as they 
pass in the genuine French play; logic and 
experience are in favor of their so passing. 
Where he is an exotic, nothing can make him 
tolerable ; defeated or triumphant, he equally 
makes the piece, of which he is the center, 
unpleasant, makes it ridiculous. 

'Impulse' is, in truth, in itself a piece in- 
tensely disagreeable. It owes its success to 
the singularly attractive, sympathetic, and 
popular personalities of Mr. and Mrs. Ken- 
dal. While they are on the stage it is hard 
to be dissatisfied. One must feel, neverthe- 
less, even while liking Mr. Kendal, that the 
young English gentleman, whom one so well 
knows, with sterling qualities but no philos- 
opher, does not talk quite so like a fool as 
Captain Crichton. Mrs. Kendal, as Mrs. 
Beresford, one could accept with entire pleas- 
ure if one could understand so winning and 
sensible a person having so little influence 
with her sister, or being so easily bafiled by 
circumstances. Perhaps a sympathetic ac- 
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tress might have made the ungrateful part of 
Mrs. Macdonald not quite repulsive, not 
quite impossible. At present Mrs. Macdon- 
ald makes the impression, not of an interest- 
ing victim of passion, but of a personage 
morbid and perverse; and every scene be- 
tween her and Victor de Riel is a misery. 
Victor de Riel is not ill acted; on the con- 
trary, this exotic amant is well acted — ^too 
well. The fatal likeness to the similis tur- 
pissitna bestia nobis, which so struck Alfieri 
in the passion-driven Frenchman, forces it- 
self upon the mind; and the more passionate 
the love-making, the more cool-headed peo- 
ple hide their conviction that this sort of 
drama is detestable, even tho the journals 
of "Society" call to one another, deep to 
deep, "Edmund" to "Henry," that it is very 
good. One can imagine the grim coUeag of 
"Henry" surveying the "Society" which en- 
joys this half-true, factitious, and deliberat 
ing art, and waving "Henry" aside while he 
himself cries sternly to their common con- 
stituents, the Northampton populace, 
"Arise, ye Goths, and glut your ire!" 
* An Old Playgoer. 

May 25, 1883. 
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IV 

AT THE LYCEUM 

History tells us that the Sultanas of the 
famous Sultan Oulougbeb would not hear the 
philosophical romance of *Zadig/ but pre- 
ferred to it an interminable succession of idle 
tales. "How can you prefer," asked the sage 
Sultan, "a heap of stories utterly irrational, 
and which have nothing in them?" The 
Sultanas answered, "It is just on that very 
account that we prefer them." {Oest pre- 
cisement pour cela que nous les aimons.) 

By what magic does Mr. Irving induce the 
Sultanas to listen to Shakspere? From the 
utterances of Captain Crichton, Mrs. Beres- 
ford, and Mrs. Macdonald, how does he 
manage to wile away to the talk of Benedick 
and Beatrice — of Benedick, capable of look- 
ing pale "with anger, with sickness, or with 
hunger, not with love"; of Beatrice, "upon 
my knees every morning and evening that 
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God may send me no husband"? The truth 
is, in a community so large as ours you may 
hope to get a demand for almost anything— 
not only for 'Impulse' at the St. James's, or 
for the 'Biography' of Mr. Archer and the 
'Early Days' of Mr. Marwood among visi- 
tors to Epsom, but even for the fantastic — 
Mr. Labouchere would add, the tiresome — 
comedy of Shakspere at the Lyceum. Fan- 
tastic, at all events, it is. It belongs to a 
world of fantasy; not to our world, palpitat- 
ing with actuality, of Captain Crichtons, and 
Fred Archers, and Marwoods. It so belongs 
to a world of fantasy that often we have diffi- 
culty in following it. "He set up his bills 
here in Messina, and challenged Cupid at the 
flight; and my uncle's fool, reading the chal- 
lenge, subscribed for Cupid, and challenged 
him at the bird-bolt." Who understands 
without a commentary? Even where the wit 
is more evident and we can follow it, it is 
still the wit of another world from ours, a 
world of fantasy. "He that hath a beard is 
more than a youth; and he that hath no beard 
is less than a man; and he that is more than 
a youth is not for me ; and he that is less than 
a man, L am not for him ; therefore I will 
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take even sixpence in earnest of the bear- 
ward, and lead his apes into hell." 

But Mr. Labouchere deals hardly with 
himself in refusing to enter this Shaksperian 
world because it is a world of fantasy. Art 
refreshes us, art liberates us, precisely in 
carrying us into such a world, and enabling 
us to find pleasure there. He who will not 
be carried there loses a great deal. For his 
own sake Mr. Labouchere should "away to 
St. Peter for the heavens" with Beatrice; 
should let it be revealed to him "where the 
bachelors sit, and there live we as merry as 
the day is long." With his cftre for seating 
his coUeag and for reconstructing society, 
can he live as merry as the day is long now? 

So salutary is it to be carried into a world 
of fantasy that I doubt whether even the com- 
edy of Congreve and Wycherley, presented 
to us at the present day by good artists, 
would do us harm. I would not take the re- 
sponsibility of recommending its revival, but 
I doubt its doing harm, and I feel sure of its 
doing less harm than pieces such as 'Hearts- 
ease' and 'Impulse.' And the reason is that 
Wycherley's comedy places us in what is for 
us now a world wholly of fantasy, and that 

43 



in such a world, with a good critic and with 
good actors, we are not likely to come to 
much harm. Such a world's main appeal is 
to our imagination; it calls into play our 
imagination rather than our senses. How 
much more is this true of the ideal comedy 
of Shakspere, and of a world so airy, radiant, 
and spiritual as that of 'Much Ado About 
Nothing' I 

One must rejoice, therefore, at seeing the 
Sultanas and society listening to Shakspere's 
comedy; it is good for them to be there. 
But how does Mr. Irving bring them? Their 
natural inclinttion is certainly more for a 
constant "succession of idle tales" like the 
*Dame aux Camelias' or 'Impulse.' Some- 
thing prompting us to live by our soul and 
imagination rather than by our senses? Un- 
doubtedly there is; the existence of this 
something is the ground of all hope, and must 
never, in our impatience at men's perversions, 
be forgotten. But to come into play it needs 
evocation and encouragement; how does Mr. 
Irving evoke it? 

It is not enough to say that 'Much Ado 
About Nothing,' in itself beautiful, is beau- 
tifully put upon the stage, and that of ideal 
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comedy this greatly heightens the charm. It 
is true, but more than this is requisite to 
bring the Sultanas. It is not enough to say 
that the piece is acted with an evenness, a 
general level of merit, which was not to be 
found five-and-twenty years ago, when a 
Claudio so good as Mr. Forbes-Robertson, 
or a Don Pedro so good as Mr. Terriss, 
would have been almost impossible. This 
also is true, but it would not suffice to bring 
the Sultanas. It cannot even be said that 
they are brought because certain leading or 
famous characters in the piece are given with 
a perfection hitherto unknown. The aged 
eyes of an Old Playgoer have seen the elder 
Farren and Keeley in the parts of Dogberry 
and Verges. Good as is Mr. Irving's Bene- 
dick, those who have seen Charles Kemble 
as Benedick have seen a yet better Benedick 
than Mr. Irving. It is, however, almost al- 
ways by an important personality that great 
things are effected; and it is assuredly the 
personality of Mr. Irving and that of Miss 
Ellen Terry which have the happy effect of 
bringing the Sultanas and of filling the Ly- 
ceum. 

Both Mr. Irving and Miss Terry have a 

45 



personality which peculiarly fits them for 
ideal comedy. Miss Terry is sometimes rest- 
less and over-excited, but she has. a spiritual 
vivacity which is charming. Mr. Irving has 
faults which have often been pointed out, but 
he has, as an actor, a merit which redeems 
them all, and which is the secret of his suc- 
cess: the merits of delicacy and distinction. 
In some of his parts he shows himself capa- 
ble, also, of intense and powerful passion. 
But twenty other actors are to be found who 
have a passion as intense and powerful as his, 
for one other actor who has his merit of deli- 
cacy and distinction. Mankind are often un- 
just to this merit, and most of us much resist 
having to exhibit it in our own life and soul ; 
but it is singular what a charm it exercises 
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Mr. Irving is too intelligent, and has too 
many of an actor's qualities, to fail entirely 
in any part which he assumes; still there are 
some parts for which he appears not well 
fitted, and others for which he appears fitted 
perfectly. 

His true parts are those which most dis- 
play his rare gift of delicacy and distinction; 
and such parts are ofiered, above all, in ideal 
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comedy. May he long continue to find them 
there, and to put forth in them charm enough 
to win the Sultanas to art like *Much Ado 
About Nothing,' as a change from art like 
Tedora' and 'Impulse'! 

An Old Playgoer. 
May 30, 1883. 
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HAMLET ONCE MORE 

At the very moment when Mr. Wilson 
Barrett is bringing out *Hamlet' at the Prin- 
cess's, there comes into my hands "Shakspere 
and Montaigne, an Endeavor to explain the 
Tendency of 'Hamlet' from Allusions in 
Contemporary Works," by Mr. Jacob Feis, 
an author not known to me. Mr. Feis seeks 
to establish that Shakspere in 'Hamlet' iden- 
tifies Montaigne's philosophy with madness, 
branding it as a pernicious one, as contrary 
to the intellectual conquests his own English 
nation has made when breaking with the 
Romanist dogma. "Shakspere," says Mr. 
Feis, "wishes to warn his contemporaries that 
the attempt of reconciling two opposite cir- 
cles of ideas — ^namely, on the one hand the 
doctrine that we are to be guided by the laws 
of nature, and on the other the yielding our- 
selves up to superstitious dogmas which de- 
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clare human nature to be sinful, must inevita- 
bly produce deeds of madness." 

Mr. Feis's name has a German look, and 
the first instinct of the "genuine British nar- 
rowness" will be to say that here is another 
German critic who has discovered a mare's 
nest. "Hamlet dies wounded and poisoned, 
as if Shakspere had intended expressing his 
abhorrence of so vacillating a character, who 
places the treacherous excesses of passion 
above the power of that human reason in 
whose free service alone Greeks and Romans 
did their most exalted deeds of virtue." 

Shakspere is "the great humanist," in sym- 
pathy with the clear unwarpt reason of "a 
living Horace or Horatio," an Horatio in- 
trepid as the author of non vultus instantis 
tyranni. This is fantastic. Far from ab- 
horring Hamlet, Shakspere was probably in 
considerable sympathy with him: nor is he 
likely to have thought either, that salvation 
for mankind was to be had from the *Odes' 
of Horace. 

Mr. Feis is too entire, too absolute. Nev- 
ertheless his book is of real interest and 
value. He has proved the preoccupation of 
Shakspere's mind when he made *Hamlet' 
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with Montaigne's *Essays.' John Sterling 
had inferred it, but Mr. Feis has establisht 
it. He shows how passage after passage in 
the second quarto of *Hamlet,' publisht in 
1604, has been altered and expanded in cor- 
respondence with things in the first English 
translation of Montaigne's *Essays,' Florio's, 
publisht in 1603. 

The 'Essays' had already past thru many 
editions in French, and were known to Shak- 
spere in that language. Their publication in 
English was an event in the brilliant and in- 
tellectual London world, then keenly inter- 
ested in the playhouses; and Shakspere, in 
revising his 'Hamlet' in 1604, gives proof of 
the actual occupation of his patrons with the 
Englisht Montaigne, and confirms, too, the 
fact of his own occupation with the 'Essays' 
previously. 

For me the interest of his discovery docs 
not lie in its showing that Shakspere thought 
Montaigne a dangerous author, and meant 
to give in 'Hamlet' a shocking example of 
what Montaigne's teaching led to. It lies in 
its explaining how it comes about that 'Ham- 
let,' in spite of the prodigious mental and 
poetic power shown in it, is really so tan- 
Si 



talizing and ine£Fective a play. To the com- 
mon public ^Hamlet' is a famous piece by a 
famous poet, with crime, a ghost, battle, and 
caraage ; and that is sufficient. To the youth- 
ful enthusiast 'Hamlet' is a piece handling 
the mystery qf the universe, and haiong thru- 
out cadences, phrases, and words full of 
divinest Shaksperian magic; and that, too, is 
sufficient To the pedant, finally, 'Hamlet' 
is an occasion for airing his psychology; and 
what does pedant require more ? But to the 
spectator who loves true and powerful 
drama, and can judge whether he gets it or 
not, 'Hamlet' is a piece which opens, mdeed» 
simply and admirably, and then: "The rest 
is puzzle"! 

The reason is, apparently, that Shakspere 
conceived this play with his mind running on 
Montaigne, and placed its action and its hero 
in Montaigne's atmosphere and world. What 
is that world? It is the world of man 
viewed as a being ondoyant et divers^ bal- 
ancing and indeterminate, the plaything of 
crosl^-motives and shifting impulses, swayed 
by a thousand subtle influences, physiological 
and patholo^cal. Certainly the action and 
hero of the original Hamlet story are not 
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such as to compel the poet to place them in 
this world and no other, but they admit of 
being placed there, Shakspere resolved to 
place them there, and th^y lent themselves 
to his resolve. The i*esolVe once taken to 
place the action in this world of problem, the 
problem became brightened by all the force 
of Shakspere's faculties, of Shakspere's sub- 
tlety. *Hamlet' thus comes at last to be ndt a 
drama followed with perfect comprehension 
and profoundest emotion, which is the ideal 
for tragedy, but a problem soliciting interpre- 
tation and solution. 

It will never, therefore, be a piece to be 
seen with pure satisfaction by those who will 
not deceive themselves. But such is its power 
and such is its fame that it will always con- 
tinue to be acted, and we shall all of us con* 
tinue to go and see it. Mr. Wilson Barrett 
has put it e£Fectively and finely on the stage. 
In general the critics have markt his merits 
with perfect justice. He is successful with 
his King and Queen. The King in *Hamlet' 
is too often a blatant horror, and his Queen 
is to match. Mr. Willard and Miss Leigh- 
ton are a King and Queen whom one sees 
and hears with pleasure. Ophelia, too— « 
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what suffering have Ophelias caused us I And 
nothing can make this part advantageous to 
an actress or enjoyable for the spectator. 1 
confess, therefore, that I trembled at each 
of Miss Eastlake's entrances; but the im- 
pression finally left, by the madness scene 
more especially, was one of approval and re- 
spect. Mr. Wilson Barrett himself, as Ham- 
let, is fresh, natural, young, prepossessing, 
animated, coherent; the piece moves. All 
Hamlets whom I have seen dissatisfy us in 
something. Macready wanted person, 
Charles Kean mind, Fechter English; Mr. 
Wilson Barrett wants elocution. No In- 
genuity will ever enable us to follow the 
drama of 'Hamlet' as we follow the first 
part of *Faust,' but we may be made to feel 
the noble poetry. 

Perhaps John Kemble, in spite of his limi 
tations, was the best Hamlet after all. But 
John Kemble is beyond reach of the memory 
of even 

An Old Playgoer. 

October 23, 1884. 



54 



NOTES 



• - J 



NOTES 

These five letters, written between Decem- 
ber, 1882, and October, 1884, were contrib- 
uted to the Pall Mall Gazette, then edited 
by John Morley. Arnold did not include 
them in any of the collections of his critical 
articles ; and they have been reprinted only in 
the edition de luxe of his writings issued in 
1903-4 in fifteen volumes and limited to seven 
hundred and fifty sets. They are to be found 
in the fourth volume, pp. 250-275. 

I. It was by invitation of Mr. Henry 
Arthur Jones that Arnold was present at the 
first performance of the 'Silver King' at the 
Princess's Theater on November 16, 1882. 
The play was announced as the work of 
Henry Arthur Jones and Henry Herman; 
but it is an open secret that, while Herman 
collaborated in the invention and construction 
of the plot, Mr. Jones was solely responsible 
for the actual dialog, for the diction, and the 
sentiments, which Arnold praised as natural, 
sober, and appropriate. It may be noted 
that he exprest in a letter to the author his 
appreciation of *Saints and Sinners,' a serious 
study of middle class life in England, pro- 
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duced two years after the 'Silver King' and 
written by Mr. Jones alone : — "You have re- 
markably the art — so valuable in drama— of 
exciting interest and sustaining it/' 

Macready's own opinion of the general In- 
adequacy of the actors by whom he was sup- 
ported is exprest abundantly, and even super- 
abundantly, in his diaries. 

II. In his paper on the Trench Play 
in London' Arnold had declared that there 
was **no modern English drama." That was 
written in 1879; and in writing the second 
letter in 1883, only four years later, Arnold 
had before him evidence that a modern Eng- 
lish drama was slowly coming into being. 
Torget-me-Not' and the 'Great Catch,' what- 
ever their faults, were at least not fantastic; 
they were not taken from the French; they 
were honest efforts to deal with life and man- 
ners and society in accordance with English 
ideals of conduct. It is indicative of Ar- 
nold's qualification for the part of a dramatic 
critic that his criticism of these two plays is 
largely technical. He finds the defect of 
Torget-me-Not' in its inadequate motive and 
that of the 'Great Catch' in its inadequate 
development of an important character. 

III. 'Impulse' was not original; it was 
founded on a French play; and its essentially 
French story had to be painfully dislocated 
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in the absurd effort to adjust it to social con- 
ditions essentially English. It was a late ex- 
ample of the unreal rantasticality which had 
been accepted tolerantly on the English stage 
so long as the English theaters were filled 
with French adaptations and which became 
increasingly infrequent as English play- 
wrights came forward, who for all they had 
learnt their trade in France, dealt loyally and 
honestly with English themes. French plays 
are still seen in British and American the- 
aters; but they are now very rarely "adapt- 
ed'* into an impossible conformity with Eng- 
lish conventions; they are translated in 
straightforward fashion and presented for 
what they are — for pictures of life in France, 
conforming to French conventions. 

This third letter was printed in the Pall 
Mall Gazette of May 25, 1883 ; and a friend 
of the author of 'Impulse' tried to reply to it 
in a communication which appeared the next 
afternoon. "Of course, I shall not answer 
that," • Arnold wrote to his wife. 

Matthew Arnold was incorrigibly con- 
temporaneous in his allusions, perhaps with 
more justification in a newspaper letter like 
this than in a more formal critical essay. But 
the danger of an allusion which is up to date 
is that it is likely soon to be out of date ; and 
there are probably very few American read- 
ers who will not wonder as to the identity 
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of the "Edmund" and the "Henry" they find 
figuring in the final paragraph. "Edmund" 
was Edmund Yates, notorious for his libel on 
Thackeray, and prominent in 1883 as the edi- 
tor of a society weekly called the World. 
"Henry" was Henry Labouchere, a man of 
a far higher caliber, altho then the editor of 
another society weekly, Truth. Labouchere 
was a member of Parliament for the radical 
constituency of Northampton; and "his grim 
coUeag" in representing Northampton was 
the iconoclastic Charles Bradlaugh. 

IV. Even in discussing the vogue of a 
Shaksperian comedy, Arnold insists on his 
contemporary allusions. The Mr. Archer 
and the Mr. Marwood, whose 'Biography' 
and 'Early Days' are here mentioned, were 
jockeys and their own records of their ca- 
reers might be interesting to habitual fre- 
quenters of the Epsom race-track. 

B. M. 
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